reputation. In 1920 Gosse was one of the most influential figures
in English cosmopolitan literary life, at the heart of a complex
web of relationships which included Henry James, Thomas
Hardy and Andre Gide. By 19.10 he was all but forgotten. If his
poetry or criticism had possessed the power of Coleridge's or
Arnold's, doubtless his autobiography would, as a consequence,
have received close critical attention. I lowever, his poetry
rarely transcended the sticky mannerisms of the Pre-Raphael-
itcs and his criticism, while comprehensive in range and lucid
in style, tended to be limited by the superficial approach of
bclle-lettrism. The titles of the books, Sonic Diversions of a Man
of Letters, Critical Kit-Kats and Gossip in a Library, convey the
inveterate disposition of the armchair critic. The words 'charm-
ing', 'entertaining', 'exquisite', 'tasteful', "adorned', litter the
pages and tend to obscure any more probing insight which, at
times, is seriously at work. We must not forget that Gosse
found in literature a refuge from the chilling demands of his
puritanical background - Father and Son is, in large measure,
the record of that momentous personal discovery - and that,
for this very reason, he was somewhat reluctant to be deeply
disturbed by it or, in turn, to be disturbing in his judgements
of it. In the light of his background, it is not surprising to find
in personal correspondence if not in public disclosure that Gosse
hated 'the cocaine and morphine* ** of Dostoycvsky, that he
could not tolerate Tolstoy as social prophet and disturber of
the status quo, and that li, M. Forster's Howards find outraged
him for 'introducing into fiction a high-born maiden who has
had a babyV0 He called the book 'sensational and dirty and
affected'.*1 Against this, however, must be recorded his early
recognition of such major writers as Ibsen, Whitman and Gidc.
The weakness of Gosse lay in his aesthetidsm. Chartcris says
that Gosse believed; 'If the reaction to a literary work was
pleasure, they had an adequate basis for criticism without any
sizing up of moral values/12 But this hedonistic approach to
literature floundered badly as civilization encountered the irra-
tional slaughter of the First World War; it had no way of
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